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Abstract

The victory of Donald Trump and the Republican Party in the
November 2024 presidential elections in the United States rested on
the support of a new electoral coalition that included a segment of
the working class, which had traditionally supported the Democratic
Party. This article analyzes the reasons behind the defection of

the working class from the Democratic Party. It shows that this
realignment has been a decades-long process resulting from the
impact of structural changes in the economy on the industrial
working class. These changes led the party to broaden its electoral
base and attract other voters, particularly college graduates, who
have pushed it to adopt policies that have alienated segments of the
working class.

Resumen

La victoria de Donald Trump y del Partido Republicano en las
elecciones presidenciales de noviembre de 2024 en Estados Unidos
se ha sustentado en el apoyo de una nueva coalicién electoral

de la que ha sido parte un sector de la clase trabajadora, que
tradicionalmente apoyaba al Partido Demdcrata. Este articulo analiza
las razones que han llevado a un sector de la clase trabajadora a
abandonar al Partido Demécrata. Muestra que ese abandono ha
sido un proceso de décadas y consecuencia del impacto en la clase
trabajadora industrial de cambios estructurales en la economia, que
llevaron al partido a tratar de ampliar su base electoral y atraer a
otros votantes, particularmente los graduados universitarios que han
empujado al partido a adoptar politicas que han alienado a un sector
de la clase trabajadora.
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INTRODUCTION

The victory of Donald Trump and the Re-
publican Party in the November 2024
presidential elections in the United States
(USA) confirmed the triumph of conserv-
ative populism, which has placed new
priorities on immigration, energy, trade,
national sovereignty, security, and oppo-
sition to a politically correct (or “woke”)
left. This victory was built on the support
of a new electoral coalition that included a
segment of the working class, which had
traditionally supported the Democratic
Party. In this election, the Democrats lost
millions of working-class voters who had
historically formed part of their electoral
base. Over time, the party has increas-
ingly become associated with profession-
als and the highly educated, while the
Republican Party now represents a more
multiethnic working class.

The combined processes of globaliza-
tion, deindustrialization, and technolog-
ical change in recent decades have re-
duced the Democratic Party’s industrial
working-class base and weakened the un-
ions that were instrumental in linking the
party to that base. In response, the party
was compelled to broaden its electoral
coalition and attract other voters, particu-
larly college graduates. As the share of
college graduates has increased (e.g., in
1952, 5 % of voters were college grad-
uates, compared to 41 % in 2020), they
have gained greater influence within the
Democratic Party. This has contributed to
the diffusion of increasingly liberal cultural
norms, pushing the party to adopt their
interests, priorities, and values on issues
such as race, religion, war, the environ-
ment, firearms, trade, immigration, sexu-
ality, crime, and social welfare programs.
This has moved the party further to the
left, slowly but inexorably alienating its
traditional working-class base. The Dem-
ocratic Party (as well as many other left-

wing parties in other countries) has been
captured by what Thomas Piketty (2020)
refers to as the “Brahmin left”, and has
adopted a more affluent, educated form of
progressivism that emphasizes social is-
sues and cultural identity rather than eco-
nomic class. As a result, over the past few
decades, an increasing number of voters
from the traditional working-class base
have defected from the Democratic Party
and moved toward the Republican Party.
This party has capitalized on this discon-
tent by appealing to working-class vot-
ers who had traditionally supported the
Democrats. These voters have become
increasingly alienated by the policies and
perceived excesses of the new left.

Party systems are the manifestation
of political conflicts in democratic socie-
ties and are central to shaping a country’s
political structure. A political realignment
involves a series of changes in party ide-
ology or electoral support that replace a
dominant coalition and lead to a restruc-
turing of the party system that can last for
decades. This article analyzes the reasons
behind the defection of a segment of the
working class from the Democratic Party
to the Republicans in order to determine
the nature of a potential realignment of
the US party system. This system has un-
dergone unprecedented transformations
over recent decades. The article questions
whether Trump’s victory represents a re-
alignment of the US political system to-
ward populist conservatism based on a
new electoral coalition. This coalition de-
parts from the traditional class struggle of
the industrial era and the entrenched left-
right ideological spectrum. A party system
with clear and stable electoral alignments
contributes to a functioning democracy by
channeling the citizen and voter conflicts
and preferences. Therefore, analyzing the
causes of these changes has major im-
plications for a country’s political stability
and economic prosperity.
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The article concludes that, despite the
undeniable victory of conservative pop-
ulism, it is too early to confirm a realign-
ment. On the one hand, the working class
exodus from the Democratic Party has
been building for years, and a potential re-
alignment reflects a process that began
decades ago, long before Trump’s first
election in 2016. On the other hand, the
margin of victory was very narrow, and
the country remains deeply divided. The
coming years will be crucial. The durabil-
ity of this new political landscape will de-
termine whether the electoral realignment
endures and whether a new era is begin-
ning in which conservative populism be-
comes the dominant force in US politics.

From a methodological standpoint,
given that the central premise of this ar-
ticle is that the 2024 phenomenon is not
an isolated event but the culmination
of a decades-long process, this study
adopts a qualitative and interpretive ap-
proach, using a socio-historical design
that links macroeconomic changes (de-
industrialization) with micro-level politi-
cal changes (voter behavior). It seeks not
only to measure voting outcomes in the
2024 election, but also to understand the
“whys” and “hows” of the shift in politi-
cal identity. The analysis extends beyond
a simple description of the change, aiming
to determine its causes (alienation, struc-
tural changes, class identity) and to ex-
plore how party elites have become dis-
connected from their traditional base and
how this reflects broader power relations.

LITERATURE

This article falls within the literature on
party system evolution and realignment,
and it analyzes structural and behavio-
ral dynamics (Bornschier, 2009). On the
one hand, some scholars have linked so-
cial cleavages to party systems and ar-

gue that these structural realignments
are driven by macro-social transforma-
tions that reshape the composition of the
electorate, including divisions based on
class, culture, status, education, religion,
and generation (Rose and Urwin, 1969;
Raymond, 2011). According to these au-
thors, changes in social structure are
linked to changes in party support, and
realignments occur as new social divi-
sions replace older ones. Other research-
ers, however, have argued that such so-
cial divisions have become less relevant
to partisanship in many countries. They
suggest that behavioral realignments are
not the result of changes in voters’ so-
cial conditions, but rather that voters’ at-
titudes and behaviors are increasingly in-
fluenced by coherent ideologies detached
from their social circumstances (Franklin,
1992; Goldberg, 2020).

The alienation of the White working
class in the United States and the col-
lapse of the “American Dream” have also
been widely analyzed. Frank (2004) ex-
amines the rise of populist and anti-elitist
conservatism in the United States, focus-
ing on the case of Kansas. According to
his analysis, political discourse has shifted
in recent decades from questions of social
and economic equality to more “explo-
sive” cultural issues, such as abortion and
same-sex marriage. These issues have
been used to redirect working-class an-
ger —traditionally aligned with the Dem-
ocratic Party— toward “liberal elites” and
the Republican vote. Frank suggests that
this explains the rise of political conserv-
atism in Kansas, a historically progres-
sive state. Packer (2013) describes the
“unraveling” of a social contract accord-
ing to which, if one worked hard and was
a good citizen, the American Dream was
attainable. It was possible to have a se-
cure life and provide one’s children with
the opportunity for a better one. Packer
illustrates the decline of the institutions
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that underpinned this contract, such as la-
bor unions and public schools. He shows
how this “void” has been filled by “organ-
ized money”, which has eroded the na-
tion’s shared identity and commitment to
equality, leading to working class aliena-
tion and a broader crisis of democracy in
the US. Leonhardt (2023) examines the
history of the modern American econ-
omy in search of an explanation for the
rise and subsequent fall of the American
dream, framing it as an ongoing strug-
gle between two competing forms of cap-
italism: one that delivers broad-based
prosperity and another that prioritizes in-
dividual gain and benefits the wealthy. Le-
onhardt describes how democratic cap-
italism flourished, making the American
dream possible until the last decades of
the twentieth century, when, little by lit-
tle, the dream disintegrated to serve only
a privileged few. Isenberg (2016) exam-
ines class in the United States and of-
fers a cultural history of shifting notions
of class and social inferiority, showing
that the voters who propelled Trump to
the White House have long been a per-
sistent feature of the country’s social and
economic fabric since the founding of
the republic. Hochschild (2016) analyzes
the perspectives of Tea Party support-
ers in Louisiana who have reacted against
changes in the United States over recent
decades. These supporters perceive a sit-
uation in which women, immigrants, and
racial minorities are “jumping the line” to
achieve the American dream, while Dem-
ocratic governments advance the inter-
ests of those groups through affirmative
action programs and other types of sup-
port. As a result of these perceptions,
Tea Party supporters, mostly White and
disproportionately male, increasingly feel
like “strangers in their own land”. Finally,
in his autobiography, Vice President J. D.
Vance (2016) describes how the dominant
hillbilly culture of Appalachia fosters so-

cial disintegration and economic insecu-
rity and helps explain the abandonment of
the Democratic Party by White workers.
Pierson and Schickler (2024) analyze how
the combined effect of economic change,
technological transformation and shifts in
federal government power has led to a re-
configuration of state party systems. The
result has been an increased risk of con-
flict and intensified polarization, enabling
the emergence of an authoritarian current
within the Republican Party. The common
thread running through all these analyses
is institutional weakening, which has con-
tributed to the breakdown of the American
Dream and facilitated the rise of conserv-
ative populism.

This article examines how structural
and behavioral changes help explain the
realignment of working-class voters in the
US in the context of the 2024 elections.
In the United States, new political divi-
sions may be in the process of consoli-
dation, potentially leading to lasting elec-
toral shifts. Although the study focuses on
a single case study —the 2024 US elec-
tions— and it would be premature to draw
definitive theoretical conclusions, the out-
come of these elections may mark the be-
ginning of a historical process that could
produce new, stable party coalitions and
alignments. These alignments may be as-
sociated with new political preferences
and commitments and may signal deeper
and potentially more difficult-to-resolve
ideological divisions. If this realignment is
confirmed, it could have significant impli-
cations for party strategies, political lead-
ers, and policymaking.

THE TRIUMPH OF TRUMP

Did Trump achieve a landslide victory that
confirms a realignment? Despite a per-
ception that Trump’s victory was over-
whelming, which would support the idea
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of a realignment, the data offer a far
more nuanced picture (Jacobson, 2024).
Trump won both the Electoral College
(312 votes to Harris’s 226) and the pop-
ular vote: 77 303 573 votes (49.9 %) for
Trump compared to 75 019 257 votes
(48.4 %) for Harris. He also became only
the second Republican —along with
George W. Bush— to win the popular vote
since 1988. Moreover, Trump carried all
the key swing states —Arizona, Georgia,
Michigan, Nevada, North Carolina,
Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin— by an ag-
gregate margin of 760 000 votes, while
Harris performed worse in these states
than Biden had four years earlier.

Exit polls also reveal that Trump gar-
nered the support of 66 % of White work-
ing-class voters. While Democratic can-
didate Kamala Harris won the vote of
Americans earning over $100 000, Trump
prevailed among those earning less than
$50 000 (see Figure 1).

Furthermore, according to a report
by Pew Research, Biden won approxi-
mately 27 % of White voters without uni-
versity degrees in 2020, as compared
to almost 60 % of Bill Clinton’s White
non-college-educated supporters twen-

FIGURE 1. Total household income for 2023

$100.000 OR MORE (41%

48%

)
$50.000 - $99.999 (32%)
LESS THAN $50.000 (27%)

ty-eight years earlier (Cohn, 2021). This
largely explains Trump’s victories in
2016 and 2024. According to an exit poll
conducted by NBC News, voters with a
bachelor’s degree or advanced univer-
sity studies made up 43 % of the elec-
torate in the November 2024 election. Of
that group, 56 % voted for Vice President
Kamala Harris and 42 % voted for Donald
Trump (see Figure 2). This result is con-
sistent with a decades-long trend: the re-
alignment of American politics along cul-
tural and educational lines, away from the
class- and income-based divisions that
structured the two-party system for much
of the twentieth century.

However, the Republican victory is far
from constituting a tectonic shift. If we
consider the percentage difference be-
tween the two candidates, Trump’s mar-
gin of victory was very modest. Not only
did he fail to surpass the 50 % thresh-
old, but he won by only 1.62 points. To
put this in perspective, Trump’s victory
was smaller than that of any popular vote
winner since Bush in 2000, whose margin
was 0.51 %, and it represents the fourth
narrowest presidential victory since 1960
(see Figure 3).

47%

|
|
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52%

50%

mHarris ocTrump mOther

Source: Author’s own creation based on NBC News.
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FIGURE 2. What is the highest level of education you completed?
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O University graduate

Source: Author’s own creation based on NBC News.
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FIGURE 3. By how much did the winner of the Electoral College vote exceed the minimum number of votes

required to win?
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Despite the narrowness of his victory,
however, the overall perception was one
of a decisive win and a political turning
point, and these perceptions are relevant.
In addition to improving his performance
among the working-class voters, Trump
also gained support among younger vot-
ers and minorities. He won 43 % of vot-
ers aged 18 to 29, 7 points higher than
in 2020, and approximately 46 % of His-
panic voters, compared to 32 % in the
2020 election. Approximately 3 out of 10
black men under the age of 45 voted for
Trump, double the number in 2020. Of
non-white voters without college degrees,
Trump’s share of the vote increased by
8 points (see Figure 4). Furthermore,

wn
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m Democratic wins

some of his biggest gains occurred in and
around major cities, areas that were pre-
viously essential for Democratic victories.

On the other hand, unlike in 2016, a
growing perception exists in the country
that the elites of the future —crypto en-
trepreneurs, Musk/Tesla, Bezos/Amazon,
Zuckerberg/Meta, among others— have
supported Trump. He has also received
strong support from the corporate world
resentful of regulations, pressures to-
ward self-censorship, diversity policies,
and expectations that businesses act as
agents of social change. Finally, and even
more troubling for Democrats, there is a
growing perception that the cultural cli-
mate —particularly against the so-called
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FIGURE 4. What age group do you belong to? What is your race or ethnicity?
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mHarris OTrump mOther

Source: Author’s own creation based on NBC News.

“woke” ideology, immigrants, diversity
policies, and gender reassignment— has
shifted in favor of the Republicans. In
short, although the election results do not
suggest that voters seek a sharp turn to
the right, Trump’s victory is widely per-
ceived as reflecting, at least in part, a
backlash against the Democratic Party
and the culture of the past four years. At
the same time, Republicans appear to
hold the cultural momentum (Klein, 2025).
Even more troubling for Democrats is the
loss of support among working-class vot-
ers and minorities that have historically
formed a key part of their electoral coa-
lition.

THE WORKING-CLASS DEFECTION
FROM THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY

The alienation of working-class voters
from the Democratic Party became more
evident with Donald Trump’s victory over
Hillary Clinton in 2016 and was further
confirmed in the most recent elections
with Kamala Harris’s defeat in November
2024. However, this loss of support is not
a recent phenomenon. The Democratic
Party’s abandonment of the working class
began decades ago (Weisman, 2025).
Barack Obama’s victory in the 2008 elec-

tion, in the context of the 2007 financial
crisis and the lrag War —which had dis-
credited Republican policies based on
smaller government, deregulation, and
a neoconservative foreign policy— ap-
peared to mark the beginning of a new
era of Democratic electoral dominance.
This perception was reinforced by demo-
graphic changes in the US, particularly
the projected growth of voters of color,
younger voters, and secular voters. How-
ever, as Weisman points out, those ex-
pectations were not fulfilled. On the con-
trary, Obama’s reelection marked the end
of an era and the beginning of a new po-
litical phase defined by Trump’s conserv-
ative populism. Until then, the differences
between the two parties had been quite
clear: Republicans received support from
the most conservative and affluent sec-
tors of society, as well as from the reli-
gious right, and championed fiscal con-
servatism, free markets, family values, a
limited role for the state in the economy,
free trade, small governments, and re-
alist foreign policy. Democrats, for their
part, represented the working class, mi-
norities, and more progressive sectors of
society. They advocated an active role
for the state in the economy and as an
agent of social change, supporting social
and redistributive policies as well as a hu-
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man-rights-based foreign policy. Despite
these differences, there was, neverthe-
less, room for consensus and cooperation
between the two parties on issues such
as foreign policy, free trade, and even im-
migration.

All of this changed after 2016 with
Trump’s capture of the Republican Party,
which shattered the Reagan-era consen-
sus. Trump adopted the mantle of con-
servative populism and positioned him-
self as an agent of change. He launched
sustained attacks on political and eco-
nomic elites whom he accused of using
democratic and transnational institutions
to advance their own interests at the ex-
pense of the working class and ordinary
citizens. He prioritized the protection of
US jobs, energy production, infrastruc-
ture spending, tax cuts, and selected so-
cial policies, while opposing immigra-
tion and free trade. At the same time, he
criticized US interventionist foreign pol-
icy and denounced the excesses of the
“politically correct” or “woke” liberal left.
Meanwhile, Democrats increasingly came
to be identified with the political estab-
lishment, deregulation, equality and diver-
sity policies, free trade and immigration,
supply-side policies to address energy
and housing problems, and intervention-
ist, alliance-based foreign policies. They
also became increasingly influenced by
college-educated progressive activists
whose cultural and economic views and
priorities often alienate working-class vot-
ers. Ultimately, Democrats moved away
from their core message of supporting the
working class and lost voters whom they
had long taken for granted as part of their
electoral base (Cohn, 2024).

This realignment of the two parties’
political platforms has led to the forma-
tion of new electoral coalitions. Since
Barack Obama’s presidency, American
voting preferences have undergone a sig-
nificant reversal: Democrats have increas-

ingly become the party of professionals
and the highly educated, while Republi-
cans have come to represent a multieth-
nic working class. As noted above, Dem-
ocrats have experienced a 30-point drop
in support among the nonwhite working
class. As Cohn (2024) points out:

The gap between white and people of color vo-
ters is now smaller than at any time since the
enactment of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The
partisan generation gap has shrunk by two-
thirds [...] and the old class division between
rich and poor, between capital and labor, has
seemingly disappeared.

The gap between voters with and with-
out a college degree is now as large as
the income gap was in 2012. If there was
ever any doubt, the results of this latest
election have shattered the progressive
assumption that demographic change
would ensure a lasting Democratic major-
ity and that voters of color would remain
solidly Democratic. Harris improved on
Biden’s 2020 performance with only one
group: White college graduates.

The resentment and alienation of
White workers began long before Dem-
ocrats supported policies such as gen-
der-neutral bathrooms. In fact, as Cohn
(2024) notes, the decline of the class
struggle that characterized the industrial
era had already begun in the 1950s and
1960s:

When postwar wealth and an expanded sa-
fety net largely satisfied a century of demands
from industrial workers. Shortly thereafter, the
emergence of a new generation of young, co-
llege-educated activists helped bring to the
forefront a new set of issues —from civil rights
and women'’s rights to Vietnam— that contri-
buted to the breakdown of the New Deal coa-
lition.

Moreover, some Democratic Party
leaders had already anticipated this dec-
ades earlier. In his speech to the Demo-
cratic Leadership Council, following the
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party’s landslide defeat in the 1994 mid-
terms, Robert Reich warned that since
the 1980s, many US workers had not
benefited from the economic recovery. He
argued that this was generating resent-
ment and division within US society, be-
tween a more highly educated class with
access to good jobs, higher wages, and
better life prospects, and those without
higher education, who were being left be-
hind. Reich referred to these workers as
“the anxious class” and concluded his
speech by calling for the “restoration of
the middle class” in the US (Reich, 2015;
Weisman, 2025).

A study conducted at Harvard Univer-
sity on the economic mobility of two co-
horts —one consisting of Generation X
(born in 1978) and the other of Millenni-
als (born in 1992)— confirms that White
working-class Americans are falling be-
hind. The study shows that Black Millen-
nials born to low-income parents found
it easier to rise to the middle and up-
per classes than the previous Black gen-
eration, while White Millennials born to
poor parents have had more difficulty ris-
ing to the middle and upper classes than
their White Generation X counterparts.
The study shows that Black Americans
continue to earn less than White Ameri-
cans and that the overall income gap re-
mains large. However, it also confirms
that the gap has narrowed by approx-
imately 30 % among White and Black
Americans born into low-income families.
This report suggests that the White ad-
vantage is no longer as large as it once
was, that economic mobility can change
relatively quickly, and that social class is
becoming more important in the United
States, while race is becoming less so
(Chetty et al., 2024).

How did we get to this point? Since
World War Il, the US has led a global eco-
nomic order based on free trade, sup-
ported by supranational alliances and in-

stitutions to advance that agenda. The
gold standard provided stability and
greater autonomy for national govern-
ments, but the economic crisis of the
1970s and Reagan’s rise to power in
1980 marked a shift toward neoliberal
policies and the beginning of an era char-
acterized by financialization, deregula-
tion, free trade, tax cuts, and weakened
unions, all of which contributed to rising
inequality (Stein, 2011). Despite the tra-
ditional consensus among economists
—adopted by both parties and now in-
creasingly questioned— that free trade
improves overall welfare, some schol-
ars have long argued that this is only true
insofar as winners compensate losers
(Walter, 2010), which has not occurred.
This was not an accidental decision. As
Mishel (2016) states:

Ignoring the losers was deliberate... if free
trade advocates had truly cared about the
working class, they could have supported a
full range of policies to underpin robust wage
growth: full employment, collective bargaining,
high labor standards, a strong minimum wage,
etc.

However, as early as 1981, the Trade
Adjustment Assistance (TAA) program
was among the first targets of the Reagan
administration, which reduced its weekly
compensation payments. The damage
continued under subsequent Democratic
administrations, and much of it could
have been mitigated “before administer-
ing shocks” through expanded trade with
low-wage countries. Ultimately, accord-
ing to Mishel, American workers have
been “betrayed by a bipartisan elite to
whom many economists provide intellec-
tual cover”. Therefore, it is unsurprising
that, given the limitations of the safety
net, opposition to international trade and
free trade agreements has gained signifi-
cant political traction in the US today.

Democrats have been largely associ-
ated with policies that have contributed
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to a loss of support among the working
class, as they have also been strong ad-
vocates of free trade and welfare state
reforms that, in many cases, have weak-
ened the social safety net (Weisman,
2025). After losing three consecutive
presidential elections and spending
twelve years out of the White House, the
party’s more moderate wing argued that,
in order to regain the presidency, Dem-
ocrats needed to move away from lib-
eral egalitarianism, which had been the
party’s central premise for decades, and
shift toward the center. This reposition-
ing was framed around a “third way” ap-
proach that sought to combine elements
of neoliberal and social democratic eco-
nomic policy: a less interventionist, mar-
ket-oriented system on the one hand, and
Keynesian-style public spending and so-
cial protection on the other. Bill Clinton
was the leading exponent of this per-
spective as a founder and one of the early
presidents of the Democratic Leadership
Council (DLC), a key organization in the
party’s modernization and the articula-
tion of the “Third Way”. During his pres-
idency, he implemented these policies,
most notably concluding and signing the
North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA), which eliminated tariff barriers
between Mexico, the United States, and
Canada. While this agreement increased
trade among the three countries, it has
also been associated with the displace-
ment of U.S. manufacturing jobs to Mex-
ico. Clinton also spearheaded the normal-
ization of trade relations with China and
its accession to the World Trade Organ-
ization, a decision that was widely con-
sidered to have profound consequences
for millions of American workers when
China flooded the U.S. market with low-
er-cost goods and contributing to the
loss of thousands of manufacturing jobs
and wage pressures (Autor, Dorn, and
Hanson, 2016). According to this study,

the shock led to a 1.54 percentage point
decline in the manufacturing employ-
ment-to-population ratio, with only lim-
ited offsetting gains in other sectors. This
resulted in persistently high unemploy-
ment and reduced labor force participa-
tion for more than a decade. It was also
Clinton who pledged to “end the welfare
system as we know it”, negotiating with
Republicans and signing the Personal Re-
sponsibility and Work Opportunity Rec-
onciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA), which
imposed new requirements for welfare
recipients. Finally, Clinton also signed
the repeal of the Glass-Steagall Act of
1933, which had separated commercial
and investment banking in order to pro-
tect commercial banks from riskier fi-
nancial activities and reduce conflicts of
interest that had contributed to the spec-
ulative excesses prior to the Great De-
pression. He did so despite the opposi-
tion of experts who warned —correctly,
as confirmed by the 2007 financial cri-
sis— that the deregulation of Wall Street
would eventually destabilize the coun-
try’s financial system. His final major leg-
acy was the balanced budgets and re-
cord surpluses of the late 1990s, which
did little to address the immediate chal-
lenges faced by workers affected by glo-
balization, technological change, and free
trade. These surpluses were later used
by the Bush administration to finance
military interventions, rather than being
directed toward domestic redistribution
or labor-market adjustment. His Demo-
cratic successor, Barack Obama (after
the eight years of George W. Bush), was
no exception. During his presidency, he
expanded health insurance with the so-
called “Obamacare”, and implemented
other progressive policies aimed at sup-
porting workers, including the 2009 bail-
out of the automotive industry, new regu-
lations on Wall Street designed to prevent
another financial crisis, and the creation
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of the Consumer Financial Protection
Bureau. Obama negotiated the Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP), which aimed
at a 90 % reduction in all tariffs among
member countries by January 1, 2006,
and the gradual elimination of remain-
ing tariffs by 2015 (ultimately the United
States did not ratify the agreement af-
ter the Trump administration decided not
to proceed with it). More controversial,
for many observers, was his decision not
to pursue criminal prosecutions against
those responsible for the financial cri-
sis, whom he referred to as the “fat cats”.
This not only generated enormous re-
sentment among millions of people who
lost everything during the crisis but also
reinforced the perception that the sys-
tem was biased in favor of the wealthi-
est and that the government was unre-
sponsive to their concerns. The effects
of these policies have been devastating
for millions of workers and their fami-
lies. As Weisman (2025) describes, Dem-
ocratic policies “focused on people as
consumers rather than as workers”. They
were based on the expectation that rising
tides would lift all boats, with displaced
workers finding comparable opportuni-
ties elsewhere. However, this approach
underestimated the constraints faced by
workers in deindustrialized regions and
the limited investment in those areas.
According to Jared Bernstein, chair of
President Biden’s Council of Economic
Advisers, there was a:

Disregard for the importance of work, the dig-
nity of work [...] Forty people might have lost
their jobs in a factory, but 100 000 people in the
community had lower prices. The calculation
seemed obvious. But the calculation was wrong
(Weisman, 2025).

Ultimately, many workers who had
demonstrated resilience throughout the
major crises of the early 21st century
(from 9/11 and the Irag War to the Great
Recession and the COVID-19 pandemic)

reached a point of no return in their frus-
tration, disillusionment, and resentment.
And Trump proved to be a master at ex-
ploiting this sentiment.

BIDEN’S FAILURE

In the context of the perceived abandon-
ment of the working class, the question
remains whether Trump’s victory repre-
sents an isolated and temporary phenom-
enon driven by specific circumstances.
These include the incumbent’s age and
his late withdrawal from the campaign, as
well as concerns over inflation, immigra-
tion, crime, and transgender rights. Alter-
natively, it may reflect a broader realign-
ment in which a growing number of White
working-class voters, as well as Black,
Hispanic, and Asian American workers,
have become alienated from the Demo-
cratic Party, perceiving it as dominated
by economic and educational elites. In
other words, the 2024 election reveals
that:

US politics are currently undergoing a slow re-
alignment in which a disproportionately large
group of relatively well-educated White voters
have been able to reshape partisan alignment in
the United States, such that those with a college
education have become increasingly Democratic
while those without degrees have become more
Republican (Edsall, 2024).

A concerning factor for Democrats is
the limited success of President Biden’s
economic initiatives in regaining work-
ing-class support. Joe Biden, a prag-
matic and progressive politician who is
not from an elite background, but was
raised in a small, deindustrialized town,
Scranton, Pennsylvania —where he has
maintained his “Scranton Joe” iden-
tity— appeared to understand that work-
ing-class voters were increasingly aban-
doning the Democratic Party. During his
presidency, he sought to reverse some
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of the damage done by his predeces-
sors. Biden acknowledged that neoliberal
policies had caused harm to millions of
American workers: incomes for most fam-
ilies had stagnated or grown only slowly,
while indicators such as life satisfaction,
birth rates, or life expectancy had de-
clined (Leonhardt, 2023). All of this con-
tributed to Trump’s electoral success in
2016 and 2024 (Royo, 2017, 2023). In
response, Biden moved away from the
dominant neoliberal paradigm of previous
decades, arguing that the federal gov-
ernment should play a more active role
both in supporting vulnerable groups and
in regulating the private sector. This ap-
proach became known as “Bidenomics”,
opposing trade liberalization and main-
taining the tariffs that Trump had imposed
on China during his first term. He also
developed an industrial policy aimed at
strengthening sectors deemed critical to
national security, such as semiconduc-
tors, and to sustainability, such as clean
energy. His administration was more ag-
gressive than those of his predecessors
in restricting corporate power, blocking
mergers, challenging monopolies and
abuses of market power, eliminating “hid-
den and opaque” fees on services and
purchases, and regulating prescription
drug prices.

One of the key paradoxes of the elec-
tion result is that, despite presenting him-
self as a champion of workers and imple-
menting policies intended to help them,
Biden became the Democratic president
under whom the party experienced sig-
nificant losses of working-class support,
even though he left a substantial legacy
for his successor. The US economy is
widely regarded as the strongest of the
advanced world. According to IMF data,
the United States recorded the strongest
economic growth among the seven major
industrialized countries in 2023 and was
projected to rank first again in 2024. Em-

ployment has increased from 57.4 % in
2020 to 59.85 % in 2024. More than six-
teen million jobs were created during his
four years in office, and nominal wages
increased by 19.2 % between Novem-
ber 2020 and September 2024. Industrial
employment also grew to nearly thirteen
million workers, while the unemploy-
ment rate stands at a near-historic low of
4.2 %, broadly in line with pre-pandemic
levels. Even inflation, widely identified as
a key factor in the electoral defeat, had
moderated to 2.7 % (Royo, 2025a).

Furthermore, from a legislative per-
spective, Biden achieved several major
policy milestones, such as the $1.9 tril-
lion American Rescue Plan (ARP) that
provided American citizens financial sup-
port to households during the pandemic
crisis; the $1.2 trillion infrastructure bill,
which enabled substantial investment in
deteriorated infrastructure such as roads,
bridges, and broadband networks; the
$2.2 trillion Inflation Reduction Act, the
largest climate policy package in US his-
tory; and the $280 billion CHIPS and Sci-
ence Act, designed to strengthen the
United States’ position in the production
of semiconductors and other advanced
technology products. These initiatives
were designed to benefit the working
class. For example, the pandemic relief
plan resulted in the largest job recovery
ever recorded: more than 12 million jobs
have been added, the largest two-year to-
tal in US history.

However, these economic successes
did little to improve Harris’s electoral
prospects, as the recovery was accom-
panied by the highest rate of inflation in
decades (see Figure 5), peaking at over
9 %. Although it had since declined to
2.4 %, inflation had a significant impact
on household finances, contributed to
Biden’s declining popularity, and played
an important role in the election. Approx-
imately two-thirds of voters considered
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the US economy to be in poor condi-
tion, and approximately 46 % reported
that their family’s financial situation was
worse than four years earlier (NBC News,
2024).

Besides inflation, another major issue
—and a significant factor in his electoral
defeat— was immigration. Biden was un-
able to pass comprehensive immigration

FIGURE 5. Inflation (2020-2025)
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reform, due in part to Trump’s lobbying.
According to data from the Congressional
Budget Office, it is estimated that during
his term, the net annual migration aver-
aged 2.4 million people between 2021 and
2023, and total net migration over the four
years exceeded eight million people (see
Figure 6). This volume of migration placed
significant pressure on local and state gov-

FIGURE 6. /mmigrants not born in the US (2021-2025, in thousands)

3500

3000

2500

2000

1500

1000

500

0

2020 2021 2022

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

2023

o o o < < < LN n LN Y]
Yy g ada g e g g 9 qa
+— - =
§ T 2 5§ 3 8 5 3 &8 &
2024 2025 2026

Reis. Rev.Esp.Investig.Sociol. ISSN-L: 0210-5233. N.° 196, October - December 2026, pp. 97-114


https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2024-elections/exit-polls
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2024-elections/exit-polls
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/60569
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/60569
https://www.bls.gov/charts/consumer-price-index/consumer-price-index-by-category-line-chart.htm
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/blogs/random-samplings/2026/01/historic-decline-in-net-international-migration.html

110

Left Behind: Why Democrats Lost the Working Class

ernment resources and led to highly cha-
otic situations that Republicans exploited
to attack Harris. Inflation and immigration
were key to understanding the working
class’s shift away from the Democrats in
this election. Conversely, Biden’s policies
not only failed to regain support from mi-
norities and working-class voters but ap-
pear to have further weakened it. Accord-
ing to a survey from the New York Times
and Siena College from February 2024,
only 18 % of voters said that Biden’s poli-
cies had helped them personally.

Ultimately, perceptions appear to have
carried more political weight than data, and
the country’s political divide —which tends
to favor Republicans (Royo, 2025b)—
has outweighed positive economic per-
formance. A recent Brookings Institution
report analyzes the growing divide be-
tween Democratic and Republican com-
munities and how this divide has evolved
since Trump’s first presidency (Muro and
Methkupally, 2024). The report shows
that the US economy remains deeply di-
vided geographically and that Trump’s
support base represents only 38 % of the
national GDP, while Harris’s represents
62 %. This outcome reflects the dispro-
portionate political influence of rural areas
within an economy that is concentrated in
large metropolitan regions. According to
the study:

Jobs in blue America depend disproportion-
ately on investment in research and develop-
ment, technological leadership, and service
exports. By contrast, Republicans represent
an economic base located in the country’s
struggling small towns and rural areas. Pros-
perity there remains out of reach for many, and
the party sees little reason to take into account
the priorities and needs of the nation’s metro-
politan centers.

These sharp economic divisions do not
appear to provide a favorable context for
the return of these voters to the Democratic

Party and suggest that the realignment may
be long-lasting.

PERCEPTIONS OF THE
DEMOCRATIC PARTY

Another worrying factor for the Democratic
Party and its prospects of regenerating the
working-class vote is that politics is largely
based on perceptions, and many American
citizens perceive the Democratic Party as
prioritizing the demands of progressive ac-
tivists over the concerns of workers. One
factor that has significantly damaged the
Democratic Party among working-class
voters is the increasingly entrenched per-
ception that the party is radical, domi-
nated by highly educated coastal elites,
and out of touch with average Americans.
A YouGov survey conducted for the Pro-
gressive Policy Institute (PPI) (Marshall,
Mattinson and Ainsley, 2024) assessing
political parties on perceptions of trust and
party commitment, reveals the negative
views of the American working class to-
ward the Democratic Party (p. 10). Accord-
ing to this survey, 74 % of voters reported
being unhappy or dissatisfied with “how
things are going in the country today” and
58 % of working-class voters expressed
optimism about what a victory by Trump
would mean for them. When asked which
party they trusted “most to improve the
economy, protect Americans from crime,
and handle immigration”, a majority of re-
spondents selected the Republican Party,
with margins of 55 % to 34 % on the econ-
omy and 57 % to 29 % on immigration.

The poll also shows that the vast ma-
jority of respondents believe Democrats
care more about promoting progressive
social causes than defending the eco-
nomic interests of working families. A ma-
jority of voters believed that Harris’s cam-
paign focused too much on irrelevant and
“woke” issues with 49 % of voters and
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53 % of those without a college degree
believing that Democrats had gone too
far in promoting a woke ideology. When
asked to describe the party’s top priori-
ties, they chose abortion first and “LGBT/
transgender policy” second. The Trump
campaign successfully exploited these
perceptions to attack Harris and portray
the Democrats as a radical party that did
not care about the needs and interests of
the working people.

Other post-election polls confirm this
negative perception of the Democratic
Party. According to a survey by The New
York Times and Ipsos, from January 2" to
10t of 2025, when asked to identify the
Democratic Party’s top priorities, Ameri-
cans most frequently mentioned abortion,
the LGBTQ community, human rights,
and climate change (see Table 1). Only
4 % of Americans included the LGBTIQ
community as a very important topic for
them, but 31 % said that it was a priority
for the Democratic Party. The same per-
centage of respondents identified abor-
tion as a top priority for the Democratic
Party, while only 13 % identified it as one
of their top three personal concerns. The
poll shows that the economy and inflation
were clearly the top priorities for Ameri-
cans. It also confirms that the country re-
mains deeply divided over Trump’s lead-
ership, while suggesting that people do
not view the Democratic Party as an at-
tractive alternative.

According to another survey by Quinnipiac
from January 2025, 31 % of voters held a
favorable view of the Democratic Party,
while 57 % held an unfavorable view. This
represents the highest percentage of vot-
ers with an unfavorable opinion of the
Democratic Party since the Quinnipiac
University poll began asking this ques-
tion. By contrast, 43 % of voters reported
a favorable opinion of the Republican
Party, while 45 % reported an unfavora-
ble opinion. Once again, this is the high-
est percentage of voters holding a fa-
vorable opinion of the Republican Party
since the Quinnipiac University poll be-
gan asking this question. The Gallup poll
from February 2025 confirms this data.
Few Democrats want their party to remain
ideologically where it is and more favor a
shift towards more moderate rather than
more progressive orientation. Support
for a more moderate Democratic Party
among Democrats and Democratic-lean-
ing independents has increased 11 per-
centage points since 2021, reaching
45 %. At the same time, support for a
more progressive party among Democrats
and their supporters has decreased by
five points, to 29 %.

CONCLUSIONS
This study points to the following analyt-

ical implications. First, the analysis sug-
gests that an electoral victory should not

TABLE 1. What Americans identified as the most important issues for each group

Themselves

The Democratic Party

The Republican Party

The economy Abortion

Immigration

Healthcare LGBTIQ issues The economy
Immigration Climate change Taxes

Taxes The state of democracy Guns

Crime Healthcare Abortion

Source: The New York Times and Ipsos.
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be conflated with a durable political rea-
lignment, which is still in an early and un-
certain phase. Despite Republican elec-
toral success and the shift of segments
of the working class away from the Dem-
ocratic Party, a true political realignment
would imply that one party secures a sus-
tained electoral advantage over several
decades.

Following this line of reasoning, it ap-
pears premature to conclude that a po-
litical realignment has taken place in the
United States. As previously mentioned,
the Republican victory was achieved by
a narrow margin. It is unclear whether the
observed shift in working-class support
toward the Republican Party, as well as
broader changes in the composition of the
two coalitions, will prove durable.

Working-class alignment with the Re-
publican Party appears contingent. If Re-
publicans fail to translate their populist
rhetoric into tangible material benefits for
these groups, this alignment may prove
reversible. Furthermore, Trump’s mar-
gin of victory reinforces the view that the
United States remains a deeply divided
and highly competitive political system,
where electoral volatility is high and rela-
tively small shifts in vote share can deter-
mine control of power.

On the other hand, this analysis, fun-
damental to the two major parties, reveals
a shift in the focus of political conflict
and the start of a new era that may shape
political agendas and conflicts. It is no
longer primarily about wealth distribution
or the traditional class struggle that de-
fined the 20th-century industrial era. The
new axis of conflict has moved toward na-
tionalist populism versus cosmopolitan
globalism. The agenda is now dominated
by post-industrial issues such as sover-
eignty, national identity, border control,
energy security, deregulation, and national
sovereignty. Immigration and China have

replaced social security and trade unions
as the main debate issues. This compels
analysts to employ new theoretical tools
that extend beyond simple left-right eco-
nomic analysis.

Third, the election result highlights not
only Republican electoral success, but also
an ongoing transformation of the party.
Trump’s leadership of the party has led to
a redefinition and a shift in its political plat-
form toward conservative and national-
ist populism, which entails the end of the
old GOP’s neoliberal consensus (favora-
ble to free trade and foreign intervention).
The Republican Party is now the vehicle
for an ideology of “domestic production”
and “protectionism”. This has generated
internal tension with traditional corporate
elites who historically supported and fi-
nanced the party, thereby altering its in-
ternal power structure. Rather than acci-
dental, this change can be understood as
part of the broader transition from an in-
dustrial economy to a service-based and
digital one. This economic transformation
has created a new class division based
not only on income, but also on educa-
tion level. The education gap has widened,
and service and manufacturing workers
feel alienated by the Democratic Party,
which is now viewed as the party of ur-
ban, college-educated professionals. Thus,
a reversal of roles has taken place with:
Republicans attracting workers and Demo-
crats attracting educated elites.

In short, a tentative final implication is
that, although the durability of structural
realignment remains uncertain given its
lack of long-term consolidation, the era of
industrial class politics appears to have
ended. We are facing a new paradigm in
which identity, nationhood, and responses
to globalization are driving forces behind
elections.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that
this work focuses on the analysis of fac-
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tors related to the 2024 election, such as
post-pandemic inflation. A decades-long
structural study is vital to confirm the ten-
tative implications of this analysis. Future
research could move beyond this histori-
cal-structural approach toward more de-
tailed empirical work that conceptualizes
the working class not as a “bloc”, but in-
stead as a heterogeneous category with
significant ethnic and geographic variation,
and that examines the potential reconfigu-
ration of political conflict away from a sim-
ple rural-urban axis toward working-class
suburbs and post-industrial cities. It is also
necessary to confirm whether the educa-
tional gap is the new dividing line (more
than income); to study the impact of iden-
tity and culture versus material interests; to
analyze the institutionalization of pro-Trump
labor politics and the transformation of the
Republican Party into a multi-ethnic, work-
ing-class party; and, finally, to examine the
Democratic Party’s response, particularly
whether it will undergo reform or further en-
trenchment.

The dilemma faced by the Democratic
Party is clear: identity has displaced class,
and with it, the support of the average
worker has been lost. If the party seeks to
counter the rise of right-wing populism, it is
not sufficient to acknowledge identity pol-
itics alone; it must offer an agenda that is
capable of generating material security and
solidarity (Royo, 2025b). This means re-em-
phasizing its traditional focus on protecting
the vulnerable while fostering forms of col-
lective belonging that enhance social co-
hesion. Recognizing this reality may be the
only means of guiding the party out of the
political wasteland in which it finds itself.
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